
 
 
 
 

Mary Celi Correa, Our Faithful Pharmacist (cont.) 
Although prescription medications are less expensive here than in the US, their cost relative to income can put 
even a $10 prescription out of reach for many families. The problem is intensified when special tests are 
needed. For an operation, in addition to paying the doctor, the family receives a list of everything needed and 
has to find and provide everything from sutures and IV fluids to a recycled pacemaker, screws for a fracture, or 
even the electric saw for an amputation. With no medical insurance or assistance from the government, people 
turn to extended family, neighbors, and the parish to help cover the expenses. Such requests here are directed 
to our St. Vincent de Paul Society who meet with the family and review the doctor’s order or prescription (here 
called the “recipe”) to assure that it is legitimate and current…folks sometimes present old prescriptions to 
obtain medications which they, in turn, sell to other people. Based on their recommendation and Fr. Greg´s 
approval for payment, the prescription or list of medical items is turned over to Mary Celi. 
 

After eighteen years at the pharmacy in El Roble, Mary Celi is now in her 20th year working for Locatel, a 
Venezuelan pharmaceutical company founded in 1994, now with 59 franchises here in Venezuela, twelve in 
Colombia, Mexico, and Russia, and two in Miami. Back when she began with Locatel, the task of obtaining 
medications was relatively easy. Pharmacies throughout Venezuela were well-stocked. Today, however, as 
with just about everything else in this country, finding even common medications can be a challenge.  If her 
Locatel franchise doesn’t have what is needed, Mary Celi searches WhatsApp groups with other pharmacists 
on the state and national level, then with Locatel in Miami. As difficult as finding something might be, getting it 
here is even more complicated.  Medications shipped from Miami take fifteen days to reach Caracas, but then, 
comes a bigger problem. The Venezuelan government doesn’t permit sending medications through mail, not 
even through services like DHL or DOMESA, so Mary Celi has to find someone coming from Caracas or 
wherever else the medications can be found  to pick them up and bring them personally.   
 

As one of her Locatel franchise leadership team, Mary Celi works from 7am until 4 or 5pm each day.  Prior to 
Venezuela’s gas shortage, the company provided special transportation for employees, but no longer.  Public 
transportation adds a couple more hours to her workday, yet she takes a longer route including a half-mile walk 
two or three times a week to drop prescriptions off with us on her way home.   
 

 “What do you like best about your job?” I asked her, to which she responded, “Being able to help people”, her 
greatest sadness and frustration being the situations in which she can't help,  times when she can’t find the 
medication or item needed or can’t arrange financial assistance for people who can’t afford what they 
need…our parish can only cover folks from our parish area.  Some meds might be available on the “black 
market”, but Mary Celi says you can’t trust the quality or purity of what you are getting.   
 

Mary Celi applies her pharmaceutical background to help people here in other ways. She was certified by the 
Ministry of Health to train pharmacy assistants and has taught three groups here at our parish free of charge.  
Over 40 of her students have passed the exams and received their certificates.  Many are now employed here 
and in other countries, many being given a job based on Mary Celi’s reputation and recommendation. 
 

In 2003 Locatel initiated Fundailusión based on the Make-A-Wish Foundation in the United States to help fulfill 
the dream requests of kids suffering from terminal illnesses.  Mary Celi was a natural for such a program.  She 
volunteered and became the regional director for the eastern part of Venezuela.   Her eyes sparkle as she 
relates some of the amazing experiences which her efforts made possible for her beloved kids. 
 

Ten years ago, the tables were turned when Mary Celi needed an operation to remove a cancerous tumor on 
her leg. She had put it off, concentrating more on her work for others than on herself. She had a lengthy 
recovery period but didn’t realize how serious the cancer had been until she ran across the doctor who had 
performed the operation at a conference last year.  “You are a living miracle!” he told her.  We like to think of 
her in the same way…a living miracle of God’s grace for our parish family.   
 

Points to ponder 
Who are some of the people in your parish whose service has a positive impact on the entire community? 
 

These “Did you know?” papers are designed to give you a better understanding of life in Venezuela and to strengthen connections 
between the parishes of the Archdiocese and their archdiocesan mission during our 50

th
 anniversary year.  Please direct any comments 

or suggestions for future papers to Fr. Denny Dempsey at ddempsey@churchofstdominic.org or 651-368-7324. 
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